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Ten Reasons Why Fast Food 
Workers Deserve A Raise

E Q U A L  C H A N C E  F O R  A L L
A N  E Q U A L  S A Y  A N D  A N

T here is a growing, industry-wide movement for the fast food economy to work 
for everyone. This Thursday, August 29th, workers have called for a national 
strike that is expected to cross company lines and reach dozens of cities. 

The fast food labor force has never been protected by collective bargaining 
power or labor scarcity, making their demands for higher wages and the right to orga-
nize a unique historical event. It is also a bold stance from workers made vulnerable by 
a frail economy, asking for benefits that reach well beyond their own household budgets 
to the economy as a whole. 

Right now, fast food companies keep employees at poverty-level wages while reap-
ing billions of dollars in profits for their shareholders every year. Across the economy 
this practice drives increasing inequality, slow growth, and declining living standards. 
It is holding back our economic recovery and contributing to our high poverty rates 
and rates of working poor. Americans deserve better. The fast food workers’ movement 
shows that there is a broad demand for change—one that is only getting stronger. 

There are many reasons why CEOs from Burger King to Wendy’s should embrace 
this opportunity to take the lead in a new economic model, and why consumers and 
communities can get behind their friends and neighbors in the call for fair pay. The top 
ten reasons listed here show how we are all tied to the success of the fast food workers’ 
movement, and why it will eventually succeed.

It   w o u l d  c r e a t e  j o b s . 
Low wages are holding back economic growth, but a raise for our country’s 

lowest paid workers would put money in the pockets of those most likely to spend 
it, generating much-needed consumer demand and contributing to economic growth 
across industries. That translates to higher GDP and new hiring in the labor market. 
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It   w o u l d  r e d u c e  p o v e rt  y .
More than ten million Americans—and the family members they support—live 

beneath the poverty line even though they have jobs. With a median wage of $8.85, a 
fast food cook in a family of three lives in poverty even if she never takes a day off. Rais-
ing wages in the fast food industry could improve living standards for millions of hard 
working people.

C o m p a n i e s  c a n  a ff  o r d  i t .
With annual profits in the billions, the largest fast food companies could raise 

wages for their entire workforce and shareholders would still see a return. In fact, many 
of these employers already do pay higher wages to workers in other countries without 
wrecking their bottom lines.

It   w o u l d  r e d u c e  i n e q u a l i t y .
It would take one million hours of work for a McDonald’s crewmember to 

earn what the company’s CEO took home last year—a gap that has doubled in the past 
decade. Inequality is correlated to a host of social problems, from worsening mental and 
physical health to diminished mobility and social cohesion. The growth of low-wage 
work as a share of the economy means that raising wages for these professions is a crit-
ical move in slowing the growth of inequality and the undesirable outcomes it creates.

C o m p a n i e s  t h a t  i n v e s t  i n  t h e i r  w o r k e r s  t h r i v e .
Low-wage jobs are a business choice, but some employers take the high road 

offering fair wages, hours, and benefits. This investment in the workforce pays off in 
lower turnover and higher worker productivity, generating good service to customers 
and a solid bottom line.

It   w o u l d  r e d u c e  t h e  n e e d  f o r  p u b l i c  a s s i s t a n c e  t o 
t h e  w o r k i n g  p o o r .

When employers pay poverty-level wages they shift the cost of maintaining a labor force 
onto society. If fast food workers earned a living wage they would not have to rely on 
food stamps, Medicaid, or other poverty alleviation programs when paychecks don’t 
provide the means to make ends meet. Data from Missouri, Massachusetts, and Wis-
consin show that fast food companies like McDonalds, Pizza Hut, Wendy’s, Subway, and 
Taco Bell are some of the largest recipients of these public subsidies as they push their 
labor costs on to taxpayers.

W o r k e r s  m a k e  t h e  c o m p a n y .
Workers—like shareholders, customers, and the communities served—are 

stakeholders in the fast food industry and deserve a say in what they do. CEOs and com-
panies that offer paternalistic advice about how to scrape by at the bottom are failing to 
meet their obligations to these groups. Workers, who are well-aware of the demands of 

2

3

4

5

6

7

http://www.bls.gov/cps/cpswp2011.pdf
http://www.bls.gov/oes/current/oes352011.htm
http://money.cnn.com/magazines/fortune/fortune500/2012/snapshots/2262.html
http://www.theatlantic.com/business/archive/2013/08/the-magical-world-where-mcdonalds-pays-15-an-hour-its-australia/278313/
http://www.bloomberg.com/news/2012-12-12/mcdonald-s-8-25-man-and-8-75-million-ceo-shows-pay-gap.html
http://www.theguardian.com/books/2009/mar/13/the-spirit-level
http://www.nelp.org/index.php/content/content_about_us/tracking_the_recovery_after_the_great_recession
http://www.nelp.org/index.php/content/content_about_us/tracking_the_recovery_after_the_great_recession
http://www.businessweek.com/articles/2013-06-06/costco-ceo-craig-jelinek-leads-the-cheapest-happiest-company-in-the-world
http://dss.mo.gov/mhd/general/pdf/emp-match.pdf
http://www.ilsr.org/wp-content/uploads/2011/12/massachusetts-50-plus-employers.pdf
http://www.dhs.wisconsin.gov/badgercareplus/enrollmentdata/enrolldata.htm
http://www.dhs.wisconsin.gov/badgercareplus/enrollmentdata/enrolldata.htm
http://finance.yahoo.com/blogs/breakout/15-minimum-wage-denny-ceo-weighs-worker-pay-162034442.html
http://www.practicalmoneyskills.com/mcdonalds/budgetJournal/budgetJournal.php


their jobs, customers, and communities, have a right to pressure their corporate bosses 
and make sure that the expectations of all of their stakeholders are heard. 

It   w o u l d  p u s h  u p  w a g e s  f o r  o t h e r  u n d e r p a i d 
w o r k e r s .

Increasing the standard for decent pay in fast food could be a boon to low-wage workers 
across industries. The ripple effects start with increased consumer demand and eco-
nomic growth, and create pressure in the labor market to raise wages in other low-pay 
positions. Contrary to popular myth, the vast majority of those affected by a raise at 
the bottom are working adults, struggling to make ends meet for themselves and their 
families. Even in fast food, most workers are 21 or older and have at least a high school 
degree. Raising wages in fast food could impact living standards for millions of Ameri-
can workers and the families that depend on them.

W o r k e r s  a r e  l e a d i n g  w h e r e  g o v e r n m e n t  a n d  b u s i -
n e s s  h a v e  f a i l e d .

Economic gains over the past generation have largely accrued to the top earners, and 
low-wage workers have seen their earnings drop, even as they became better educated 
and more productive. While Congress allowed the minimum wage to sink to just two 
thirds of its historical peak, firms directed more and more of the value produced by 
labor to earners at the top. Now, with an economy that is richer than ever before, fast 
food workers are taking the initiative that government and business neglected and de-
manding a better set of rules for our economy.

It   w o u l d  r e a ff  i r m  t h e  f u n d a m e n t a l  A m e r i c a n 
v a l u e  t h a t  w o r k  p a y s .

The American Dream is a commitment to the opportunity for every person to achieve 
a better life if she works hard and plays by the rules. But rather than a launching pad to 
get ahead, fast food and other low-wage jobs hold workers back, offering few chances 
at career advancement and wages too low to make saving or investments in the future a 
real possibility. We can reclaim the American Dream for many of those who have been 
left out by raising wages at the bottom and giving hard working Americans a chance to 
get ahead.

For more information about the growing fast food workers’ movement,
visit www.fastfoodforward.org.

Read why retail workers also deserve a raise in Retail's Hidden Potential: How Raising 
Wages Would Benefit Workers, the Industry, and the Overall Economy
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